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Since my previous article was published in the last edition of The Thinker, Quarter 1, 2017, the 
political process in the north of Ireland 
has entered a very serious and deep 
political crisis.
The political institutions, which 
represent the architecture of the Irish 
peace process collapsed. Consequently 
a new election to the northern regional 
assembly (parliament) took place on 2 
March 2017. This election has been 
a watershed.  It has arguably become 
the most important electoral contest 
since the Good Friday Agreement 
(GFA) was signed in 1998. Sinn Féin 
secured 224,245 votes representing a 
3.9% increase in the Party’s share of 
the vote from the previous election in 
May 2016.
Most significantly this election 
brought to an end the unionist majority 
in the northern assembly. Sinn Féin 
won 27 seats, only one less than the 
largest unionist party, the Democratic 
Unionist Party (DUP), and reduced the 
gap between the two parties to less 
than 1,200 votes.
The background to the election and 
newly unfolding political context in the 
north of Ireland is set out in this article.
A key condition of the GFA 
framework is that the regional 
government in the north must operate 
on the basis of power-sharing and 
partnership between republican and 
nationalist political parties and unionist 
(pro-union) parties.
Since 2007 the Sinn Féin leader 
Martin McGuinness has held the 
position of Joint First Minister in the 
regional coalition government, along 
with a DUP politician. In the interim 
period three unionist politicians have 
held that role with Martin McGuinness 
– Ian Paisley, Peter Robinson, and 
since May 2016, Arlene Foster.
On 9 January this year Martin 
McGuinness resigned from this 
position.
In his resignation letter he said:
“The equality, mutual respect and 
all-Ireland approaches enshrined in the 
Good Friday Agreement have never 
been fully embraced by the DUP.
“Apart from the negative attitude 
to nationalism and to the Irish identity 
and culture, there has been a shameful 
disrespect towards many other sections 
of our community. Women, the LGBT 
community and ethnic minorities have 
all felt this prejudice. And for those 
who wish to live their lives through the 
medium of Irish, elements in the DUP 
have exhibited the most crude and 
crass bigotry.
“Over this period successive British 
governments have undermined the 
process of change by refusing to 
honour agreements, refusing to resolve 
the issues of the past while imposing 
austerity and Brexit against the wishes 
and best interests of the people here.”
Corruption of the Political Process
The DUP’s hostility towards 
partnership and power-sharing; 
its refusal to embrace equality or 
properly adhere to the GFA; and 
its institutionalised bigotry, and 
intolerance for mutual respect and 
equality have been steadily corrupting 
the political process.
A significant and influential section 
of the DUP, known euphemistically as 
the ‘12 Apostles’, have always opposed 
power-sharing and partnership, and the 
GFA itself. That has found expression 
in their opposition to power-sharing 
with Sinn Féin, and hostility to equality 
for republicans, the Irish cultural 
identity, ethnic minorities, the LGBT 
community and women.
For as long as the DUP and others within 
political unionism remain opposed to power 
sharing and equality, the north will be destined 
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These are the people who forced 
Ian Paisley out of the DUP leadership 
after he led that party into coalition 
government with Sinn Féin in 2007, 
and then assumed the role of Joint 
First Minister alongside Martin 
McGuinness.
The ‘12 Apostles’ regressive 
mind-set still dominates within the 
DUP. Their world view is guided 
by, in part, fundamentalist theology, 
conservative politics, and a desire to 
return to the old days of domination 
and a unionist one-party state in the 
north of Ireland.
When the Conservative Party came 
back into government in Britain in 
2010 those on the extremes of political 
unionism seized on the opportunity to 
push back against the progress of the 
peace process. 
This backlash has defined the 
political process in the north of Ireland 
for the last seven years.
The persistent failure of both the 
British and Irish governments to fulfil 
their international obligations under 
the GFA created a context within 
which this could happen. The reality is 
that when political unionism believes it 
is not being held to account it reverts to 
the old political attitudes of domination 
and supremacism.
Since it returned to power in 2010 
the current Conservative government 
has adopted explicitly pro-unionist and 
partisan policies towards the north of 
Ireland. It has politically aligned itself 
with both the DUP and the other main 
unionist party, the Ulster Unionist Party 
(UUP). That has been evidenced by their 
shared positions in support of austerity; 
Brexit; promoting a single unionist/
British narrative of the political conflict; 
blocking any progress on dealing with 
the past; and equality issues. The British 
Government and the DUP have both 
reneged on commitments made in 
formal agreements.
The existing political crisis is the 
culmination of both the British and 
Irish governments taking the peace 
process for granted since 2010 and 
2011 respectively. Both governments 
have failed to fulfil their internationally 
binding responsibilities as co-equal 
guarantors of the GFA and to ensure 
its full implementation and that of 
successive agreements.
Background of Financial Scandals
During 2016 it emerged that an ill-
conceived green energy Renewable 
Heating Incentive scheme (RHI) was 
seriously mismanaged by Executive 
Departments held by DUP Ministers, 
including the current DUP leader Arlene 
Foster. Now up to £500 million may 
be lost to the north’s budget and vital 
public services such as health, education 
and infrastructure. Incompetence apart, 
there are serious allegations of abuse 
and corruption associated with the 
scheme. These and the whole operation 
of RHI will be subjected to a public 
inquiry established by the Sinn Féin 
Minister of Finance prior to the collapse 
of the political institutions.
This massive financial scandal and 
loss to public funds, comes on the back 
of other financial scandals with which 
the DUP has been associated in recent 
years, and questionable relationships 
between senior DUP figures and 
unionist paramilitaries.
The RHI scandal threatens to 
destabilise for decades the financial 
basis of local public services due 
to serious mismanagement, and 
parallel allegations of insider trading, 
aggressive commercial exploitation, 
and corruption associated with it.
The north’s regional economy is 
structurally weak. Britain’s partition 
of Ireland continues to hold back the 
growth potential of massive all-island 
economic integration. Significant 
historic patterns of inequality have 
remained unchanged, ever since the 
GFA was signed in 1998.
British government economic 
policy denies the northern regional 
government fiscal independence and 
refuses to recognise that the special 
economic and social circumstances 
of the north of Ireland as a society 
emerging from protracted political 
conflict, demand exceptional strategic 
economic interventions and investment.
Brexit and the British state’s 
withdrawal from the EU will have 
further catastrophic repercussions for 
investment, trade, productivity and 
economic stability in the north. All of 
this will also have negative knock on 
consequences for the economy in the 
south of Ireland, and cause a reduction 
in overall GDP for the two economies 
on the island.
This is the broader economic 
context within which the RHI scandal 
is playing out.
Tipping Point of the Crisis
The DUP’s arrogance in refusing 
to take any responsibility for RHI has 
caused widespread popular anger. 
Public confidence in the political 
institutions has hit rock bottom. The 
scandal itself represents a tipping point 
towards which the political process has 
been dragged recklessly by the DUP.
One senior unionist politician 
suggested that this overall political crisis 
was inevitable and it just happened to 
be on the issue of RHI.
He was right – RHI became the 
tipping point.
However, for as long as the DUP 
and others within political unionism 
remain opposed to power sharing and 
equality, the north will be destined to 
remain gripped in permanent crisis.
During the debate on the GFA 
before the regional Assembly closed 
down, DUP speakers referred to 
their party’s negativity towards power 
sharing and how they still hold their 
noses towards Sinn Fein.
Those were significant insights to 
current DUP attitudes.
The DUP leader’s subsequent 
dehumanising description of 
republicans as ‘crocodiles’ and her 
undisguised disrespect for the Irish 
language is a further stark illustration of 
that party’s real mind. These comments 
were an echo of a previous UUP Joint 
First Minister David Trimble’s words 
when he alluded to Sinn Féin as dogs 
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which needed to be ‘house trained’.
DUP political arrogance and 
contempt, and how that party has 
abused and misused political power is 
at the very heart of this crisis. 
Equality is not a concession or an 
appeasement.
All sections of society are entitled 
to have high expectations of our 
political institutions. But they have 
not been allowed to deliver against 
these benchmarks due to the DUP’s 
subversion of the political process.
In relation to various decisions made 
within the regional government from 
2013 the DUP has repeatedly shown 
bad faith in honouring agreements. In 
turn Sinn Féin has kept the political 
process under very careful review in the 
period since.
Our Party has invested heavily in 
the political institutions and persevered 
with inordinate patience.
The difference between Sinn 
Féin, the DUP, and others in political 
unionism is that we want to share 
power. The DUP is opposed to that 
agenda.
Republicans have sought to develop 
a reconciliation process. The DUP, 
the British Government, and others 
in political unionism, are opposed to 
that and remain locked into a mode 
of continuous psychological war, and 
recrimination. 
Sinn Féin wants to ensure equality 
exists at the heart of the political 
process for all citizens. But the DUP 
and powerful agencies within the British 
state have never reconciled themselves 
to the outworking of power sharing 
and partnership. This is the reason 
why political unionism and the British 
Government have become clearly 
aligned in opposition to dealing with the 
past, with their demand for complete 
immunity from prosecution for offences 
committed by British state forces during 
the conflict.
So the election on 2nd March has 
become a watershed in the outworking 
of the Irish peace process.
A new phase of negotiations 
commenced on 6 March 2017 involving 
all the parties and the British and Irish 
governments.  A three week period 
has been set aside for these talks. Sinn 
Féin will participate positively in an 
attempt to restore public confidence in 
the political process and to re-establish 
the political institutions on the correct 
basis.  There can be no return to the 
status quo. 
But equally, there is no need for 
protracted negotiations. What’s actually 
required is implementation of the GFA 
and other previous agreements. 
However, the public political 
positions, particularly on dealing with 
the past, suggest that both the British 
and DUP may not want be serious 
about resolving this political crisis.
The British Secretary of State for 
the north, James Brokenshire, has in 
recent months sought to posture as a 
neutral referee, whilst at the same time 
attempting to ‘legalise’ the impunity 
conferred upon British state forces 
during the conflict. Both he and the 
DUP are attempting to give primacy to a 
single unionist narrative of the conflict in 
Ireland, and are also trying to write the 
British state out of its central role and 
responsibility for the conflict in Ireland.
British and DUP Deepen the Crisis
These and other interventions by the 
DUP leadership are in fact deepening 
the political crisis. All this suggests that 
the DUP does not want to engage 
seriously in negotiations.
The GFA drew a line under the 
political conflict in the north of 
Ireland. As a result the peace process is 
irreversible.
The British and Irish governments 
need to understand that equality, parity 
of esteem and respect for all citizens of 
society in the north are not negotiable.
That negotiation is over. It concluded 
in 1998 with the signing of the Good 
Friday Agreement. Yet nineteen 
years later it has still not been fully 
implemented. This fact exacerbates the 
scale of the current crisis.
Until the DUP and others in political 
unionism, and both the British and 
Irish governments accept responsibility 
for implementing the GFA, and their 
binding international obligations, 
this much is clear – there will be no 
restoration of the political institutions.
Sinn Féin acted decisively to bring 
the political corruption of the political 
process to an end. We will be just as 
decisive in preventing the political 
institutions being re-established 
unless these negotiations deliver the 
guaranteed outcomes of proper power-
sharing, equality and implementation of 
the GFA.
Direct rule from Britain was a failed 
status quo in the north of Ireland. The 
DUP’s refusal, and the two governments’ 
failure, to adhere to the GFA and other 
successive agreements, has now created 
another failed status quo. There will be 
no return to either scenario.
No Going to the Back of the Bus 
Again
The Sinn Féin position is clear – 
republicans, nationalists, gays, women, 
and ethnic minorities will not be pushed 
to the back of the bus ever again.
There must be a qualitative step 
change in the political process and an 
end to political corruption. Unless that 
happens, and unless equality is firmly 
entrenched at the heart of the political 
process, there is no point in having the 
political institutions because they will 
have no value.
In those circumstances, the north 
of Ireland could face the prospect of 
protracted political crisis.
That would be an untenable 
situation.
Civic society in conjunction with 
political parties opposed to corruption 
and which support equality and power-
sharing need to mobilise in defence of 
the GFA and the Irish peace process.
The Irish Government must end its 
semi-detached and passive approach 
to the peace and political process and 
challenge the British Government’s 
negativity and partisan unionist policies.
An international axis is also needed to 
bring maximum political and diplomatic 
pressure to bear, embracing positive 
political and civic forces from both the 
northern and southern hemispheres.
That is an urgent strategic 
requirement to ensure the crisis within 
the Irish peace process does not 
escalate.
International intervention, goodwill 
and support including from the 
African continent for the Irish peace 
and political processes are now more 
important than ever, to ensure that the 
hope and ambition of the Good Friday 
Agreement is realised. ■
Ed: Sadly, Martin McGuiness died on 
21/03/2017
